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         Having twice been down a deep coalmine and switched my lamp off to stand in absolute darkness, it feels right that I acknowledge the generations of miners who have worked and died bringing our coal to the surface particularly around Barnsley

         
            *

         

         Robert, ‘Bob’ Duncan is a highly respected, now retired, Prison Governor who has always bucked the rule to strike out on a pathway of his own making. The prisons he has worked in list like a Who’s Who of the penal service. They include Wormwood Scrubs, Gartree and Wakefield (all top security), Liverpool and Pentonville. On retirement Bob worked as a volunteer with the Butler Trust, the Retired Governors Association and the Shannon Trust where he was Chair of Trustees for nine years. He was also invited to be a special advisor to the House of Commons Home Affairs Select Committee. He is currently Chair of the Independent Monitoring Board at Elmley Prison. He has produced two books: one on Wakefield Prison, the other on Pentonville.

         
             

         

         He is also, a very nice man.

         
             

         

         Deputy Governor Gary Poole, Pentonville Prison went out of his way to show us anything and everything we wanted to see in his prison. He is a very busy man but he stopped for us. Thank you.

         
             

         

         Lynne Carter HR Directorate – HM Prison and Probation Service was extremely helpful to us in ensuring the manuscript was accurate and reflected current policy.

      

   


   
      
         
            A FOREWORD BY ROBERT DUNCAN

         

         This is the deeply moving story of how a down-trodden child, by sheer determination, courage and self-belief, overcame repeated obstacles that would have defeated and crushed most children. It is a salutary lesson to all, of what can be achieved with fortitude. Every life is special and has potential; Veronica had this in spades.

         I have known Veronica for some forty years, both as a colleague and a friend. We have also both undertaken voluntary work for two prison charities, the Butler Trust and the Shannon Trust (a literacy scheme where trained prisoners teach others to read and write.) It is my privilege to have Veronica as a friend and it gives me much pleasure as an ex-Governor, that her remarkable achievements were accomplished at the time, in a male dominated and ‘Cinderella Service.’ This though, is not a fable; it is a real-life story, of a young woman and of her achievements to the highest levels in the prison service, where she rose, like a phoenix (also a symbol of the Prison Governors Association) out of an an overcrowded, poverty-stricken and dysfunctional family to become a unique and remarkable individual.

         The Government’s mantra is that ‘…every child should reach their full potential through free education’. This ethos failed miserably to reach the Bird family. If it had not been for Kitty, her loving mother, shrewdly recognising the determination and single-mindedness of her daughter, who had seen there could be a better life, it would almost certainly have been a very different ending.

         Against all the odds and the fact, she could barely read herself, her mother ensured an application for a scholarship to Ackworth school was completed and signed off, ending in a frantic run to the Town Hall to ensure the letter was received in time. Then, when, miraculously, Veronica gained a place, her mother had to find the funds to fit her out in the uniform and kit required of a Boarding school, for Veronica had only known threadbare, hand-me-down clothes from her elder sisters.

         This book is also about how the Service operates from someone who knows every facet of the real issues of ‘life behind bars’. It portrays humour, sadness and despair, but most of all, it conveys compassion and hope. It reveals the knowledge that prisons can be managed and that staff will respond to empathetic leadership. It is probably the most moving, accurate, balanced and honest account of prison life I have read.

         From a one pound a week skivvy, to an audience with the Queen, her life’s journey is almost too much to comprehend – but that is Veronica.

         
             

         

         Robert ‘Bob’ Duncan      

         Winter 2017

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACE

         

         She moved a hand towards the arm of her chair, the better to steady herself in her need to tell me something of importance and personal. Her countenance changed as she caught my eye.

         ‘They’ve no idea, you know, Richard, they haven’t a clue.’

         At the time, this was during my first interview in September, I had no impression of her early life, nor for that matter, what made up her later success.

         Towards Christmas, with the first dozen interviews in the bag, the reasons for her earlier stress had become crystal clear. Passed on from friends, overheard at Ladies Luncheon Clubs, unkind comments gleaned from neighbours, the word was: ‘Veronica must have been born with a silver spoon in her mouth.’ It was the only time I heard her speak with such exasperation, despite the misery of her young life which, to listen to, was almost unbearable at times, that such ‘things’ (I search for another word in frustration) could happen in the mid-Twentieth Century.

         Veronica is a small lady, petite and only five feet five and a half inches high with blue eyes and a voice, tremulous at times, as she begins to recall her early life. I had expected, and experienced with other subjects, one memory recalling another then, yet another, until, at last, there comes a nod of understanding, as sense begins to form out of earlier uncertainties. ‘Possibly’, ‘maybe’ and ‘perhaps’ are turned, one by one into signs of relief, a liberation from previous confusion. Whatever the time of year or the weather, it makes no difference, for she always talks with confidence, reflecting her need to express herself clearly as she has done throughout her life, knowing her facts are backed up with access to prison officer’s diaries written by colleagues, together with her own large file containing mementoes of her thirty-six years of service.

         What is it that drove a young girl into such a tough, male-orientated world as was the Prison Service, particularly at a time when women were shunning any idea of being shut up for long hours of each day alongside murderers, rapists, grand thieves and child molesters? Surely, there were better things to do when Britain was just beginning to break out of its Second World War strait-jacket of war-time regulation and conformity?

         It is an irony, is it not, that completely innocent people with no criminal record whatsoever allow themselves to be held behind bars in grim prisons each day, where they can smell, and feel the experience of the inmates doing their stretch. It is a strange coincidence also, is it not, that the day Myra Hindley was imprisoned for life on 6th May 1966, Veronica Bird entered the Police Service and the month Hindley died, November 2002, Veronica retired? All those years as we grew up, and aged, one of Britain’s worst mass murderers had been shut away to keep our children safe, a diminutive young woman was forging an outstanding career, ensuring, amongst other things, this evil woman would never see the outside wall of her prison.

         One must wonder why Veronica never married. There have to be many possibilities, none of which is difficult to speculate upon. Maybe, having had first-hand and close-up experience of her cruel father, with her mother always in fear of an explosion of rage from her husband, it put Veronica off pursuing a happy relationship? She could see how sad, marriage could be. What, therefore, was the point, she might well have questioned herself?

         Veronica confirmed to me early on, that the Prison Service was ‘…. her home and her family,’ For the first time in her life, at the age of 21, she was away from the cruelty, the drinking bouts and her meddlesome brother-in-law, ever intruding deeply into her life, which kept her from taking on a similar nightmare. Perchance it was the constant need to aspire, to achieve well above her eight brothers and sisters, to show them that one could climb, if painfully, out of their shared deep pit and stand in the sunshine, that there had been no time to find a husband. Of these and many other options, there is one, the truth, which I am aware of, but have agreed never to mention; it could upset others in the narrative and Veronica has no intention of doing this.

         Instead, she was driven always to have a new goal in life, the next level up, to replace the boss above her, her mantra, ‘….is there promotion in the job…?’ and once this was in the bag, to look around to assess yet another giant step upwards, a hardening glance at the staircase which became steeper as time consumed her.

         Veronica claims she was never driven, but the evidence to the contrary is there. For her, she was always seeking a new post and taking it up with evident pleasure – a higher position and a more difficult challenge. It was always in her nature to try, if it took her in an upward move.

         It was certainly a combination of several factors that Veronica is still on her own today, respected, listened to: even the Queen saw fit to award her the Order of the British Empire; but she is still alone. The damage is too deep and too hurtful.

         All of this, paints a dismal picture, one maybe you are familiar with; the usual story of the deprivation of coal miners’ lives, the general lack of colour with only tints of grey and black in those early post-war years. But, Veronica’s later life is filled, stuffed full in fact, of humour and colour. When one is facing a ten year stretch there are two ways to go, one being to fill it with as many laughs as possible to soften the daily chore of prison life. To deal with this you will find that Part One is monochrome, fascinating yet cruel, her life without the tints which came later to her as she blossomed into her profession, which she speaks about in Part Two.

         When I first heard Veronica speaking at a U3A meeting, reminiscing on her life in Russia, her stories were peppered with humour and I could see it was important to her. With a jest or an absurdity, her own days would have been quickened, a smile to and from a prisoner who only wants, perhaps, to get through the day without trouble? And the staff? How could they carry on year after year without allowing a chuckle at a joke or a twitch of a mouth at a particularly outrageous suggestion from a prisoner?

         It has been a long way from the dark years of Doncaster Road in Barnsley to filling one’s days with enjoyment and the admiration of her peers. There could hardly have been a single hour in her youth when Veronica would not have found herself looking over her shoulder at an approaching shadow or straining in exhaustion as she lifted the heavy bags of potatoes into the market at three in the morning when dressed in threadbare clothes. There could not have been much to smile at in life when her thoughts would have been on stocking up the carrots and cabbages on the stall so she could move on to the washing and ironing or calming the fretting younger children. It is an almost daily occurrence to read as a headline, a red top paper demanding heavy penalties on the exploiters of children in Britain, but only fifty years ago, it appears it was quite permissible to allow these abuses to continue as ‘accepted’ norms. When we complain today of the country unable to sort itself out and ‘…. wasn’t it better in the Sixties?’ perhaps it might be a good thing to remember that we have advanced enormously since that era in terms of Welfare and Social Care. Of course, the coal industry with all its terrors and blackness, is a mere shadow of itself, the people better educated, better housed and better paid. They are safer. The emancipation of women allows them to match, or better their men in so many ways, has brought a new relationship to partnerships. Men washup and help make the beds these days; it is with such small changes of attitude as these, taking place everywhere which, eventually, bring new, positive and strong connections into being. Veronica’s life might have been very different if she had had access then to twenty-first century attitudes.

         Seventy-four years ago, Veronica Bird was born into a world so utterly different to ours today that George Bird, her father, might have taken himself off to the Dove Inn to sort it all out in his mind. But it was his sixth child and his third daughter, the one on the far fringe of his life who finally showed his family that there was hope; there was a way to climb out of that pit into the sunshine. Veronica took that decision to lock herself away so she could be freed of persecution. It was, paradoxically, the making of her.

         When I asked Veronica, what her family, all those still alive, might think of her story she replied quickly: ‘It is the truth. It is all true, we can’t change history. All we can do is to learn and try to be better citizens as a result.’

      

   


   
      
         
            PART ONE

            I MIGHT BE BETTER OFF IN

A CHILDREN’S HOME

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            DONCASTER ROAD

         

         A letter to our house was so rare that to see the slim white envelope in my mother’s hand was a surprise, to say the least. The fact it was addressed to me was mind-numbing, particularly as understanding was immediate, connecting quickly to a deep anxiety as I grasped the fact of what, almost certainly, was inside.

         The room, always noisy, always argumentative, had fallen silent. Mother had placed her rough hands on her pinny as she gazed at her third daughter. Father had turned away, dismissing the slightly theatrical atmosphere. Besides, neither my mother nor my father could read or write, save for their signatures, so it would have been left up to me anyway to inform them of the contents.

         You can have no idea of the stress I was under. For eleven years, I had been existing, no more than that, always hungry, dressed in threadbare passed-on clothes, the frequent chance to feel my father’s belt across my backside. There was the ever-present stench of coal dust drifting in from the Pits, the grime and the filth of the kitchen floor while Jack, my eldest brother’s epileptic fits increased in their severity every month; there were no signs it might ever get better.

         For as long as I could remember, I had dreamed of leaving this house, running as fast as my short legs would take me as far as they could, never mind where, so long as it was away. There had often been the threat from my father in one of his drunken rages to send me to the local Children’s Home, though hardly a red danger line to me, for I know I would have been happier there than to remain in the harsh atmosphere of our house in coal-mining Barnsley in post-war Britain.

         I received a nod and a smile from my mother but I cannot recall if my hands were shaking in the best tradition of the tense thriller, but I am fairly certain I stopped breathing.

         She held out the single sheet of paper, nothing else, too slim to say much, but then, how many words does it take to say ‘…. sorry…. but.’

         Fail or Pass: it would be one of those two words. I began to read to myself, not to the family.

         Like one of those ludicrous Bake-Off programmes I said nothing for such a long time even my father turned around to look at me. He sniffed loudly to draw attention to himself as if to say, ‘Well?’

         ‘I’ve got it! I’ve got in. I’ve won a scholarship … Ackworth School,’ I added as if they did not know the origin of the letter.

         There was a silence, just the hiss of the coke in the grate until, with a rush and a roar, Gordon my brother of eight years my senior, grabbed me and threw me into the air.

         ‘Well done, well done,’ he said with a grin.

         I answered with my own big smile as I struggled to regain my feet. I was very pleased, no, wrong word, perhaps over-the-moon might be better, try blown away for the modern vernacular equivalent, for it was rare any of the family would ladle out praise upon another, let alone me. Father turned away without a comment to light a cigarette and to ease his damaged leg. Mam, though, came over to me and squeezed me tight.

         ‘I knew you could do it,’ she said with a look of pride. She gave me a hug, defiant of what my father might have thought. This was one time when she could stand up to him without receiving too many glares. It had been her idea for me to apply.

         ‘The uniform…. the trunk, the-’

         She cut me off. ‘We’ll find the money; don’t you worry your head.’ 

         I turned away from my brothers and sisters who were already wondering what might happen now. They knew very well I would almost certainly change beyond all recognition to them; I was just about to become posh.

         In Barnsley, it was difficult, no, bloody difficult, to be posh. I knew that only too well.

         I turned my head back to the fire, remembering the awfulness of almost every day of my brief life. There had been nothing to laugh about, barely a smile, for the shadow of my father shivered at every corner as I sought to hide.

         
            *

         

         The first light of day disturbed my newly formed eyelids on a cold morning in February. It was 1943 and the war was already well into completing its fourth year. Although I was unaware of the cataclysmic events going on around the world, the gloom of the war and the lack of real progress shaped a grubby pessimism which laid itself upon the town. For better or for worse I had arrived; I had yet to learn it was for the worse.

         Barnsley was coal, plain and simple, with many of the familiar pit names such as Grimethorpe, Houghton Main and Cortonwood in the surrounding area. Because the town was ringed by pits, the coal dust hung in the air and settled during the rain. It turned anything with a hint of colour to a shade of grey. Never mind Fifty Shades of Grey, Barnsley had a thousand shades of black.

         There was so much coal below the town that it had grown rapidly, attracting glass blowers and linen weavers along the way into a complete anthology of heavyweight industries. When Dad was born, trams would have rattled down Cheapside towards the seventy collieries which lay within fifteen miles of Barnsley’s town centre. There was an urgency about the town and it was known as a good place to be if you wanted work. As the town expanded, villages such as Monk Bretton and Carlton were absorbed into its boundaries as the tide overtakes the sand, before disappearing altogether in the endless rows of tiny back-to-back houses.

         It was as if coal stocks would last forever, as if Britain itself was composed of coal, and with coal came steel. How could such a source of wealth end?

         In nineteen-eighty-four, Arthur Scargill launched his National Coal strike. It split families and communities right down the centre leaving deep wounds still open today. In the end, logic triumphed, for coal was too expensive to mine, with cheap imports already arriving in the country. Besides, the country was urgently demanding, newer, cleaner sources of energy. Green was the new mantra, green was the colour of choice.

         As I write, there are no coal mines remaining open in Barnsley, just sad reminders, like a winding tower, abandoned here and there, of the glory days to show what Barnsley had stood for. The streets are clean now, so is the air, and businesses have graduated towards a service economy. It does mean the community spirit of the mining families never travelled to the new Estates when everyone moved out of the centre.

         Seventy-four years earlier I arrived on the Third of February but, as no-one was particularly interested in me, being the sixth child in a poverty-stricken home, there had been a misunderstanding over the actual date and the fact was, the family believed I had been born a day earlier than the actuality, only revealed by my long lost, then rediscovered, Birth Certificate.

         This was the year of Barnes Wallace’s Bouncing Bomb and the first Bevin Boys were conscripted to work in the coal mines. The first jet aircraft, the Gloucester Meteor flew its maiden test flight at Cranwell, as Churchill began to realise we could lose the war not by the lack of guns but from the real possibility of mass starvation due to the serious increase in U-boat operations.

         In Barnsley, the hunger was real. It was a time of trying to find enough to eat each day, for the family was too large and had become a constant worry for my mother. She had delivered me at our rented house close to my grandmother’s home. Gran ran a Fish and Chip shop, an essential element in the life of Yorkshire at the time, the forerunner of the Take-Away, a cheap meal for the many on subsistence levels. A bag of fish and chips, wrapped in a copy of the Mirror would have cost 6d, that is 6d not 6p.

         I suppose one of the first dramas in my life, certainly one that sticks close in my memory was when I practically collided with a bus soon after I had learned to walk at eleven months. It reads quite dramatically and by the very fact you are reading this book, you know I survived, but at the time I almost died before I had reached the age of one. For some reason, I had made up my mind to cross Doncaster Road holding my mother’s hand urgent as a dog on a lead. Off I stepped, no idea of the dangers of course, seeing only the other side of the road and nothing in between. Mam screamed out as the bus clipped me but I was already flying up in the air in a parabola, removed to safety by the strength of her arms, though covered in cuts and scratches and more tearful at the alarm in my mother’s voice than in the danger I had placed myself, as I completed more of a cartwheel than a full somersault. There was a doctor’s surgery just up the road past the school where I was taken and a declaration made I was very lucky. Not soon after this alarm, there came a second incident, far more painful, when a glowing lump of coke spat out of the fire and embedded itself under my cheek. It left a scar, a reminder of those days of coal fires and the ever-present danger of young children in front of the grate.

         As I grew, not as fast as many, as I never had enough to fill my stomach, I became aware of my mother, in part warm towards me, in other ways distant. I was yet to understand that with five other children at that time, (there would be nine) to look after, and Alwyn, already next in line to appear, with Jack a very sick, oldest son constantly needing her attention, there was a need to distribute love and comforts evenly.

         There was a second key presence in my life. This one was frightening, a dark, brooding menace with blackened face who, having almost no time for me, would always lash out, making me jump. It was my dad, George Bird, thirty-seven years old when he saw me for the first time, and angry with it because he could not afford, or would not use contraception. There would be two more sons and another daughter, nine in total, a seemingly never-ending expansion of the Bird dynasty, only stopping when my mother died far too early. Meanwhile, for Alwyn as well as me, for whatever reason, we would remain the butt of Dad’s frequent anger.

         Father was a coal miner in Carlton Main Colliery along with his three brothers. There had been a fourth brother but he had died in the First World War. Dad was born before the First World War in 1906, a man who grew to five feet ten inches in height but unlike so many coal miners he was relatively slim, with no sign of a beer belly which might well have resulted from the enormous quantities of beer he downed each night. He shaved each day but this didn’t mean he ever wore a suit or even a jacket. His brown hair remained with him all his life.

         In a football-obsessed town like Barnsley, some, who like to think on such things, might have noted it was also in 1906 that Manchester United was promoted to the First Division. To all the miners that year came real hope as the Labour Representation Committee in Parliament became the Parliamentary Labour Party.

         George Bird was in a reserved occupation as a miner in the Second World War. This might never have happened for he had been involved in a terrifying and massive fall of coal and rock in 1933. He was hauled out of the pit on the assumption he was already dead, as he was smashed up so badly. His brain was open, with a huge hole, and miners just shook their heads when they saw his body on the stretcher. But, he was to defy all the pundits. Clever surgeons placed a metal plate over the hole to protect his brain and sent him home. Extraordinarily it worked. He lived, just, only to find, like miners in those days, that he was laid off and he was left with a pittance to live on.

         At the age of twenty-seven with two children, one of them seriously ill with epilepsy, in a tiny cramped house, he had only his skills as a miner to fall back on. The world collapsed in on him. One day he found Kitty, his wife, in tears and asked what the matter was.

         Mother said through her sobs: ‘How are we going to live? What are we going to eat?’

         Even George’s heart, hardened to life, must have softened that day as reality set in. Abruptly, he made the decision to ask his brothers for a loan. They obliged, and although I have no idea how much they raised for him, he managed to buy a cart and a horse with the proceeds. It was indeed, a strange purchase for a proud miner.

         ‘What are you going to do with those?’ The comment was rightly tinged with suspicion seeing their hard-earned cash begin to melt away in hay and harness.

         ‘I’ve got my allotment. I’m going to expand it, up the production, then I’m going to go around the streets selling veg. Carrots, lovely potatoes, onions. Folks round here will think it bloody lovely.’

         ‘Bloody rubbish more likely. You’ll never stick to that. You’re a miner, not a bloody farmer!’

         But my father was a determined man. Besides, what else could he do? ‘There’s a Depression on. You wait and see.’ Dad would have shrugged his shoulders as if to throw off the world. He knew better.

         Surprising his brothers, he prospered, as the shortage of everything in those unhappy days made his hawking cries popular. There was a ready demand for his fresh vegetables and, no doubt, they were a reasonable price. He began to make a little money and we survived.

         By the time my eyes could focus, he had gone back into the mine. The hole in his head had somehow repaired itself sufficiently to be passed fit for work. The camaraderie of the miners was fused deep within him and formed an unshakeable bond. His improving health had made him turn his back on his allotment and he said goodbye to his horse. It was wartime, there was a massive demand for coal, and he sought solace in the company of his trusted friends. I remember it as a time when I would try and read his blackened face, an ogre from hell, with red, staring eyes, judging whether he would overturn the kitchen table again when the potatoes were not quite ready for him to eat. When he was in such a state he never cared who came within his firing line.

         One of the first real hurts in my life, apart from the burning coke, not his fault, and boiling water thrown over me, which was his fault, enough to need hospitalisation, was the realisation my father had a favourite in the family, his eldest child, Joan, fourteen years older than me. She, to my youthful mind was an adult in every way and enjoyed a much better, stressfree life than the rest of the family. Joan could not understand why everyone complained (quietly) so much. This gap formed an early chasm between the rest of us. It focussed me on the inequalities of life as I grew up, for we lived on the hand-me-down principle. By the time I received something to wear it had already been passed from Joan, then Pat before reaching me, threadbare. And something warm for the winter could pass through five siblings before I could pull it over my face.

         For George Bird, fate stepped in again, unexpectedly as always. Maybe it was the hole in his head, maybe the beer which was more than likely. One day he stumbled on the pavement edge in the bus station. His leg was badly crushed in collision with a bus and the ensuing damage was bad enough to oblige him to wear a calliper for the rest of his life. Again, he survived, but his bitterness with life caused him, when in one of his tempers, to snatch the brace off his leg and throw it at Alwyn, the youngest in the family, who was quite unable to understand the anger pouring out of his Dad.

         There was a single exception to this never-ending round of unhappiness. It was an isolated event which stood out like a beacon of warmth in a cold sea. Perhaps God made the decision Himself, who knows? Maybe He smiled that day when an aunt, or was it just a good friend, I cannot remember who now, felt sorry for me. Whoever it was, they gave me a bright red, new cardigan. I could not believe my luck; it was wonderful, magical and it was mine. It was new, that was my point. It was thick, it had no holes, it wasn’t darned repeatedly and it smelt of something I could recognise now: newness. It never happened again until I left home for good. Re-reading this, it seems quite ridiculous to say I was so happy over one single red cardigan but when you have had nothing, this was like being taken to the circus and the pantomime in the same day.

         We had moved from our rented house in Carlton to the Corner Shop No.89 Doncaster Road. The stone-built house, as they all were, was coated in black grime as if the whole street was part of a coal mine itself. We were separated from St. Peter’s church next door by a steep slip road. The church was a large red-brick building completed three years before the start of the First World War. It was funded with pennies donated by miners, though whether they realised it was going towards somewhere to worship in the Anglo-Catholic tradition, that is, an Anglican church which recognises Catholic roots history, is not recorded anywhere. I would play around its stark brick plinth, not realising then how it would play such a large part in my early life. For those interested in such fragments of history, St. Peter’s was described by Sir John Betjeman as ‘…. a hidden gem,’ although, hidden was probably the wrong word, being of red brick which thrust out into Doncaster Road robustly, as if it was one of the sea cliffs at Sidmouth.

         Moving to a new house did not improve my father’s temper which manifested itself in sudden swings of anger. There were no warnings. The new house was not an improvement, not a step up as most house moves should be. His black scowl had been packed along with our few sticks of furniture only to be re-opened as soon as we arrived. So much for Mam hoping the change might help.

         Across the road, we could see a Fish and Chip shop and a sweet shop next to it. Lack of pocket-money of any description prevented me from buying any of these goodies, but at least I could dream, dream of a future when I would be able to call into such a shop whenever I wished and order two ounces of… (such a choice) of…. liquorice twirls…or how about jelly babies? Alongside these was a cobbler who maintained an immaculate house, always a talking point with the local wives. It formed a stark contrast with our own house showing just what care and attention could do for a similar property.

         Hungry, belted too frequently, though Dad was careful to be out of sight of my Mam when he brought a strap to me, and cold in the winter, I had grown used to being smudged in soot and coal dust, as the black stuff was as much inside the house as in the street. A combination of Dad’s anger and the grime formed in me a desperate urge, when I reached the age of six, to get away, anywhere from the house. My wish was granted in the form of a refuge provided on the doorstep, so to speak: it was Betjeman’s hidden gem, St. Peter’s.

         Mam never took us to church, nor did she attend herself. She would always help with the cooking for the fêtes and outdoor parties in the summer. But the church became a foil to my loneliness and a shield against my brutal home life. What our Priest thought of his newly moved in parishioners, owning a ragamuffin who sought sanctuary, is not documented in the church crypt. Although in 1949, rationing of clothes was removed, it made no difference to me. Same dress, same cardigan each week. It was the church which allowed me to escape from the noise, the anxiety, the fear and the lack of privacy. Surprisingly, although surrounded by people I did not know, where the roof almost disappeared into clouds, it was so lofty, I could easily lose myself at the back, behind the other regular worshippers who packed the pews for every service. They, from time to time, might have registered my presence with a slight condescending smile and a gracious nod of a head whose hat had been carefully adjusted in front of a mirror, before entering onto the street. How sweet, quaint even, one would indicate with her eyes to another parishioner, at the waif, a Dickensian character perhaps, before passing on down the aisle to a seat which had not yet been possibly contaminated with grime.

         I enjoyed singing, so much so, that later I took to Evensong as well. It had a curious knock-on effect later for being well versed in hymns, I carried this enjoyment and knowledge with me when I eventually left Barnsley.

         I remember the day the Priest announced that deaths in the mining workforce were reported to have fallen to a record low since nationalisation two years earlier. Safety had come too late for my father, though I am sure wives and mothers slept better, cheered at the news. Such an announcement in a strong mining community as Barnsley, would have had a considerable impact on the close-knit families. Do you remember those black and white, grainy television images of women gathering at the pit head as yet another mining disaster was announced? Faces would be drawn in desperation, reddened hands thrust into their aprons or tucked into tightly folded arms as they sought any news of their men trapped underground? Such scenes always triggered a nation-wide sympathy for the entombed men and we were reminded, yet again, of how dangerous the job was to get the coal into your grate.

         Poor Jack, my eldest brother was trapped too. He was an epileptic with few medicines to treat him in 1950. It was only, in that year, epilepsy was brought into the public domain in an attempt to change public attitudes towards this condition affecting the brain. Jack was imprisoned, literally speaking, for as his condition deteriorated he had to be locked in the boys’ bedroom. It was feared he would harm himself if left on his own. He was my father’s eldest son and I am sure Dad would have been planning for Jack to follow him into the pit when he came of age. To his exhausted mother, Ethel, or Kitty as she was known to everyone on the street, it was an added worry to keep to herself every day. Dad, as with everything else, blamed Mam for his son’s disease saying she had worn corsets which had been too tight when she was pregnant. I think there might have been more truth in the suggestion that as Jack was kicked in the head by the horse, Dad owned, this had led to the onset of the disease. Doctors today are pretty clear on this – a severe injury can cause epilepsy.

         We moved twice again, the second time to Park Road, a ludicrously small property with just two bedrooms and a box room. In this tiny space eleven of us had to find our way in life. Even my eldest sister, Joan, was still in the house though she was to leave, sensibly, in 1952 to be married. It became obvious to my father he had made two mistakes in buying houses, and he did not want to repeat his errors, not that they were ever admitted. Having managed to put aside some money when he gave up his market garden venture to return to mining, it gave him a new chance to buy a Fish and Chip shop, the same one we had looked across the street to the corner by the church, where I had almost been killed by the bus.

         It was a good buy, a first good move for the family, for the business lived off the proximity of the Football Ground, Barnsley F.C, ‘The Tykes,’ just a road or so back behind us. We could hear the roar of the crowd on a Saturday afternoon as one side or the other scored. Without acknowledging the fact, Dad knew the shop would be professionally managed with Mam in charge. He need have nothing to do with its day to day operation. To him, it was vital to have the Dove Inn just a hundred yards up the road as his centre of life, not the drudge of peeling potatoes.

         He did, however, work to improve his income, by spending a lot of time separating out his coal allowance he received each month, hiving off the good, large pieces into sacks which he then sold on. He was not allowed to do it, but it was the way in which miners could increase their small pay. Inevitably, the result was that the family had just the slack for their own fire which burnt miserably in the grate before settling into fine dust.

         From this new house and workplace combined, I could look across the street gazing at my Sunday place of refuge while on the town side was the sweet shop, but as near as it might be, it was as far away as if on the other side of the Channel.

         The smartly dressed cobbler and his sons were now our immediate neighbours, always a bell-weather to us, demonstrating how one could live with a little care. I deliberate often on those days and wonder what they thought as the bellowing roars of rage from next door transferred through flimsy party walls, followed by the crashing of pots and pans. It was never a contest between us; they lived a life of cleanliness and tidiness, we wallowed in a black pit of grubbiness.

         A little further east along this road, more of a hop and a skip in the direction of Goldthorpe, was Doncaster Road Primary School. I attended this from the age of three, a wartime habit where I remained after VE day. Our class was by no means out of the ordinary to begin learning to read and write at such an age. It meant, we children, were kept out of the feet of busy mothers who had been employed to lend a hand towards the production of war materials. I assumed it had to be a Government plan, needing an up and coming stock of relatively intelligent children to fill the empty places created by the ruthless protraction of the war.

         I remained there until nineteen fifty-four when I was eleven. With so many other children with parents from poor backgrounds, I merged effortlessly into the rows of wooden desks, taught for two years by a severely reduced number of teachers. Most had gone off to war, many had been killed, some had taken up the opportunity offered to go on to University; it left us with much older men and women to take their places often with the last vestiges of Empire and its old-fashioned ideas to pass on to us. When it came time to revise for Boarding School, I found myself struggling to swot up on some high-powered test papers which did not relate, in the slightest, to our teaching in Doncaster Road.

         Down the street would come the babble of excited football supporters on Saturday afternoons. Flat-capped men flooded the street with a boozy, belching bonhomie on the way in, and, depending upon the result of the game, crept grumpily off to the pubs or cheered as they balanced precariously on the edge of the pavement, to everyone they met, as they queued for fish and chips if the Tykes had won. Today, our prim, spotless houses, each with two television sets and strong locks on the houses show how far removed that world has moved from a time when our doors had been left open. There had been a familiarity, almost tactile in its warmth, lost for ever with the disappearance of the mining communities.

         There was one exception to the drudge of our lives in those days, a one-off event each year meant to be an exciting day out for us all. It was simply the biggest occasion in our skimpy calendar. The Miners Welfare Club in Carlton would arrange for about sixteen coaches of families to go to Southport for the day. That year, we were separated in the convoy, with Mam and Alwyn together in one and me and the others in another. As luck turns on a spin of the top, her coach was in collision with a lorry before she had reached the half-way mark. Mam and Alwyn were sitting up front where they had found a good seat with a front view. They were hit by flying glass. Her dream day out was stopped before it started and they ended up in hospital having their facial cuts seen to. The cash compensation from the Coach Company was hardly what was wanted. It was so hard; it was the only day of the year Mother could enjoy herself, fully away from the house, the job and the anger, enjoying her children’s excitement. It had begun in happiness, with our sandwiches clutched tightly in our hands, a smile on everyone’s face. It ended in a short terror, a swirl of antiseptic, and a ration of pain.

         We had moved, not because we needed more room, not because it was better, but because of the shop attached to the front; like my grandmother in Carlton we were to be a fish and chip shop business. The shop window faced out onto a stone-flag courtyard where the beginning of the Saturday queues would form. Today it is a women’s hair-dressing salon with greater aspirations than our fish shop could ever be. Otherwise, we were just as cramped as before, with father and mother in one bedroom, all the boys in another and the girls in the third room. At the back of the shop was a staircase down to the kitchen with a blackened range sitting on a stone flagged floor. Potato peeling went on in a work- shed out in the dirty yard and further, but not that far away, stood a shared privy. It is still there although it now rebuilt as a much smarter brick built store. (think health and safety). There were no floor coverings in the bedrooms, so we remained permanently chilled in the winter. The only heat came from the fire with its miserable slack and even that struggled to combat the ice-cold damp which came up from the cellar into our feet.

         The fish and chip shop was entirely my mother’s domain. Dressed in her headscarf knotted up on her head she became well-known in the local community. Father never lifted a hand to help though it was contributing successfully to the family income. She was seen each day in her white jacket, and a blue butcher’s apron, always easy-going to her customers. The only time Mam allowed herself to take a break was on a Thursday afternoon, for two hours, when she crossed over to the other side of the road to the church to play Whist.

         With this house came more single-minded meanness. There was a tin bath in the kitchen to remove the daily grime of coal dust from my father’s body. Thinking he was doing himself a good deal, he got hold of a proper bath and had it installed in the tiny kitchen forgetting how big the bath was. He was forced to build a wooden shelf to fit on top of the rim which enabled us to sit when we ate. To say, ate, belies the idea of a normal meal with the family grouped around a table. Father owned the only mug and eating utensils which he kept to himself and washed them up before putting them away. So, although we found enough room to sit, we had to pick our food with our fingers and wipe any grease on our clothes. I should add, that although Dad had a new bath, the water still had to be heated in buckets – there was no other source of hot water.

         The introduction of the Fish and Chip shop, a useful and valuable facility in an area such as Doncaster Road, brought additional work upon us all. In the yard, we had a rumbler, a potato peeler, which was kept in the shed. As soon as the potatoes had been reasonably stripped of their skins we had to finish them off by removing the eyes before placing them in very heavy pans. If the rumbler broke down we had to do all the peeling ourselves often in freezing conditions. Peeled, we lifted them up the flight of back stairs and entered the shop where they were chipped. Producing raw chips ready to be fried, in winter was generally loathed for in those preglobal warming days, it led to chilblains and reddened hands. There was no heating in the shed and the pressure was always there on a Saturday, especially when football was being played behind the house. The queue before and after the match for Fish and Chips would snake into the distance, causing a constant cry of ‘…. more spuds.’

         We approached the back yard through a lived-over arch, separating the Sweet shop and our house, reached by a steep ramp which led into Snowdrop Terrace where we would play around the lamp posts in front of a row of terrace houses until late at night in the summer months. In fact, it made little difference in the winter as we could kick a ball under the street lights. There was a sort of grass square laid out many years ago by an enlightened town planner who had never, and would never live himself in such a poor area of the town, and I cannot remember it ever being cut. Lank grass mixed with dandelions and pieces of greasy chip paper, usually a page from The Mirror as it was known then. One house on the green, singled itself out for us as a family, for a young girl had committed suicide there, with an overdose of pills. With other suicides, this time within the family, I became aware at an early age, of the stresses which can cause someone to take their life; that knowledge would never serve me better than when I began to work in the Prison Service.

         Snowdrop Terrace has gone, swept away by the urgent need for more car-parking. The lank grass has been replaced by tarmac – it leaves just memories of an age long past. When I visited it the other day, the ghosts of my childhood sat at the side, and gazed on willing me, perhaps, to shed a tear but there were no happy memories to cry about and I was glad to leave and move on in my life.

         You would have thought we could at least, have enjoyed a plate of fried cod and chips well-dusted with salt and liberally doused in vinegar, after the long hard work, but all we got were the left-over batter pieces lying abandoned and congealing in the draining tray. It would be rare for us to have been given fish and chips ourselves. I suppose I should be grateful to have grown until I achieved five feet five inches tall – any shorter and I might not have made the Prison Service height requirements.

         My father’s pub, so to speak, the Dove Inn, closed the loop which made up this part of Doncaster Road, marked out by the sweet shop, the cobbler and the church and was our world within the town. The stone built pub is still there, a convenient rendezvous in his day for Father and his brothers after work. We would hear his heavy nailed boots clattering down to the back yard to visit the privy next door to the fish shop, covered in coal dust and sweat, needing a beer but having to wash first. We would wait for his entry into the kitchen, judging the mood of whether he had had a hard day or not. Heads down, we would eat our supper of bread sometimes with dripping or, if very lucky, jam on bread, though never with margarine and not a hope of butter. We would eat in silence. When father returned from the Dove we studied him again through hooded eyes to see if he had had too much to drink. If so, he was known to summon me along with Alwyn and forced to have a bath in Izal disinfectant or drink Epson Salts as a variant. When asked the first and only time why he did this, the reply came ‘….to clean your insides out.’

         Here, amongst the Barnsley community, violence was not uncommon, but Welfare was never called in, and if any one of us had made that decision, the repercussions falling on our heads if we had said something would have been too awful to contemplate. Besides, in those days, the authorities would never have believed a child.

         His cruelty continued. I had been given, along with Alwyn, a most precious and longed for, bar of Fry’s Peppermint cream, the one in the characteristic green wrapper. This was a one-off, a present from a relative, to be enjoyed slowly, perhaps kept for three days as we devoured every morsel with delight, retaining the last piece as if it was the key to Pandora’s box.

         My father, enraged that I could enjoy myself in such a way, snatched it from my hand and quickly scooped out the peppermint cream centre with clumsy hands. Then, he filled the hole with mustard and made Alwyn and I eat the mess until we were sick. My mother was helpless to object in such circumstances. She was exhausted, suffering from pernicious anaemia which was beginning to wear her down. The result was, she did not have the strength to protect us anymore.

         The threats to send me away to a Children’s home did not go away. To keep out of my father’s mind and especially the length of his arm, I maintained my Sunday attendances over the road. Other families, I knew, would go on picnics in the summer and walks in the autumn along the river banks, or as a treat, go to the ‘flicks.’ Not once did our family spend the day together, and I do not remember seeing the whole family as a group at one time. The words ‘dysfunctional’ and ‘totally’ were real in our family, and often come to mind these days as I pull out memories for this book; then, I could only look across the street at other families coming home from a day-out and wonder why we did not do the same from time to time.

         Those cruel times (I use the word advisedly), allowed me to brood on the idea that my father was, as he was, because of the accident he had had in the mine. He had sustained the massive blow to his head from rocks caught up in the fall. What might have happened as the surgeon poked around in my father’s brain? He must have pulled out fragments of rock and coal as he sought to clean up the damage to his head but maybe he pulled out something vital at the same time? Perhaps it was that event which brought on his mood swings, his drunkenness and the sheer bloody-minded cruelty? But, when I asked one of my older sisters, did she remember such violence when she was young, her reply was that Dad had always been the same: antagonistic, difficult, a self-serving man. She said the focus was on me and Alwyn at the time simply because we were the youngest.

         Whatever the cause, it frayed at my mother’s reason and health, leading to need regular injections to counter the debilitating effects of her anaemia. I began to listen to the neighbours who seemed to know something about the disease which was difficult to spell, and to pronounce, yet showed its effects in such a frightening way. I had heard from an aunt it was called the ‘Sighs,’ a mystery word until I heard my Mam, one day sighing as she attempted to draw breath, which characterised the illness. Others, equally strangely, referred to it as ‘The Fogs’. Mam would agree with that, describing it as if she was in a thick fog which caused a mental fatigue and general apathy to spread through her. It was this last development which alarmed me the most for it was at such times I could feel her slipping away from me. In addition to this problem I learned she had contracted Lyme’s disease possibly caught from a tick. This often led to depression and fatigue both of which now exacerbated the anaemia. She began to age before my eyes. She became a leaf curling and fading in autumn. I was in a panic that she might leave me altogether, removing the last shield against my father’s anger.

         To alleviate my worries, I would go and see her in Barnsley hospital where, at one time, she was being treated for the anaemia. After I had said goodbye, I stood looking up at what I though was her window, and she must have been looking out for me. She suddenly pulled aside the curtain and looked down. She waved, a small but defiant wave towards the gate as if to say, ‘…. I’m alright, go home’.

         As she began to detach herself from her strength, I reached the age of ten. It was the last year of Primary School and my last Sports Day, a fairly major event in my calendar for, despite not having a good diet, there was a strength in my legs which allowed me to run that much faster than my friends. I began to appreciate I could move quite swiftly when pressed and gave me an ability, at last, to be better than others in my year if only, out of class. This year was to be different; or rather, the Sports Day was proceeding as the school intended and would start on time. It was only I who had a problem. I had no shoes or knickers, both of which I needed to participate. In anguish, I pleaded with my mother to pin together a pair of her adult size knickers around my waist but I still had no shoes. There were none under the bed nor lying on the stairs, so, in the end I had to miss the big event where I could have shown what Veronica Bird was made of.

         It was the one place I could have shone for my family, where, maybe, Dad might have smiled at me if not offering his congratulations. A nod of his head, ever so slight maybe, to recognise my prowess. But, no shoes meant, no running. Owning clothes in our house was shambolic, utter chaos reigning everywhere, with no-one knowing whose clothes belonged to whom and, like musical chairs you had to be very ready when the music stopped. This was just such a day. My brothers and sisters had all slipped out of the house for one reason or another, each with a pair of shoes, not to return until later in the day. By then, it was too late. The cheering parents had gone home, the finishing tape rolled up in the sports teacher’s drawer ready for the next year, the Headmaster pleased with attendance…overall.

         This disappointment came in 1953, the year of the Coronation with all the exciting and memorable moments it conjured up for most people in this country. For me it would be more of the same; I was in a pit, not of coal but of hopelessness, a bleak and impossible future ahead of me as I waited for the next fearful event, and I could see no way I could dig my way out.
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“Thirty-five years inside,
4s a woman prison officer.’
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